
animal assisted therapy education
requirements
Animal assisted therapy education requirements are essential for anyone looking to
pursue a career in this rewarding field. Animal-assisted therapy (AAT) involves the use of
trained animals to help individuals improve their emotional, mental, and physical well-
being. As the demand for AAT continues to grow, understanding the educational and
professional requirements becomes increasingly important for aspiring therapists. This
article will outline the necessary educational pathways, certifications, and skills required to
become proficient in this unique area of therapy.

Understanding Animal Assisted Therapy

Before delving into the educational requirements, it's critical to understand what animal-
assisted therapy entails. AAT involves using animals, typically dogs, but also horses and
other species, in therapeutic settings to achieve specific health goals. The benefits of AAT
include:

Reducing anxiety and stress

Improving social interaction

Enhancing emotional well-being

Assisting with physical rehabilitation

Therapists utilize their knowledge of animal behavior alongside therapeutic techniques to
support individuals facing various challenges, including mental health disorders,
developmental disabilities, and chronic illnesses.

Educational Pathways

The educational journey for a career in animal-assisted therapy typically involves several
key steps:

1. Obtain a Relevant Bachelor's Degree

Most careers in AAT require at least a bachelor’s degree. While there is no specific degree
that mandates entry into AAT, several fields of study can provide a strong foundation:



Psychology: Offers insights into human behavior and mental health.

Sociology: Focuses on social interactions and community engagement.

Animal Science: Provides knowledge about animal behavior and welfare.

Nursing or Social Work: Prepares individuals for direct patient care and social
services.

Choosing a degree that aligns with your interests and future career plans is essential. For
instance, a psychology degree will be beneficial if you aim to work primarily with individuals
with mental health issues.

2. Gain Experience with Animals

Hands-on experience with animals is crucial for anyone entering the field. This can be
achieved through:

Volunteering at animal shelters or rescue organizations

Engaging in pet therapy programs

Working with service animals

Taking courses in animal behavior or training

This experience not only enhances your understanding of animal behavior but also builds
the necessary skills to work effectively with animals in a therapeutic context.

3. Pursue a Graduate Degree (Optional but
Recommended)

While a bachelor’s degree is the minimum requirement, obtaining a master’s degree in a
related field can significantly enhance your qualifications. Relevant graduate programs
include:

Master’s in Social Work (MSW)

Master’s in Counseling

Master’s in Psychology



Master’s in Occupational Therapy

A graduate program can provide advanced knowledge of therapeutic techniques, ethics,
and specialized training in AAT.

Certification and Licensure

After obtaining the appropriate degree, aspiring animal-assisted therapists must pursue
certification and licensure, depending on their career goals and state regulations.

1. Obtain Professional Certification

Several organizations offer certification programs specifically for animal-assisted therapy
professionals. Some notable certifications include:

Pet Partners: Offers a therapy animal program that certifies therapy animals and
their handlers.

International Association of Animal Therapists (IAAT): Provides training and
certification for animal-assisted therapy practitioners.

Therapy Animals of Utah: Offers a certification program for therapy animal teams.

Certification typically involves completing a training program, passing an exam, and
demonstrating proficiency in working with therapy animals.

2. Licensure Requirements

Licensing requirements vary by state and depend on the specific therapeutic field you
choose. For example:

If you pursue a career in social work, you may need to obtain your Licensed Clinical
Social Worker (LCSW) designation.

For counseling or psychology, you will likely need a license to practice as a counselor
or psychologist.

Occupational therapists must obtain a license to practice in their state.



It’s crucial to research the specific licensure requirements in your state to ensure
compliance with local laws.

Essential Skills and Competencies

In addition to educational requirements, certain skills and competencies are vital for
success in animal-assisted therapy:

1. Interpersonal Skills

Effective communication and relationship-building skills are essential for working with
clients, families, and colleagues. AAT practitioners must be able to:

Establish trust with clients

Communicate effectively with team members

Demonstrate empathy and compassion

2. Understanding Animal Behavior

A deep understanding of animal behavior is crucial. Therapists should be able to:

Recognize signs of stress or discomfort in therapy animals

Ensure the well-being of both the animal and the client

Train and manage therapy animals effectively

3. Therapeutic Techniques

Having a background in various therapeutic techniques is essential. This includes
knowledge of:

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)

Play therapy



Occupational therapy interventions

The ability to integrate animal-assisted interventions with these techniques will enhance
the therapy's effectiveness.

Conclusion

Animal-assisted therapy is a dynamic and rewarding field that requires a unique blend of
education, experience, and skills. Aspiring practitioners must navigate the educational
pathways that include obtaining a relevant degree, gaining hands-on experience with
animals, and pursuing certification and licensure. Developing essential interpersonal skills
and a deep understanding of animal behavior will further enhance their effectiveness in this
vital area of therapy. As more individuals recognize the benefits of AAT, the opportunity to
make a meaningful impact on people’s lives will continue to grow. For those passionate
about animals and helping others, pursuing a career in animal-assisted therapy can be a
fulfilling journey.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is animal assisted therapy (AAT)?
Animal assisted therapy (AAT) is a therapeutic intervention that incorporates animals to
help improve patients' physical, emotional, and social functioning.

What educational background is typically required to
become an animal assisted therapist?
Most animal assisted therapists have a background in psychology, social work, or a related
field, often holding at least a bachelor's degree in these areas.

Are there specific certifications needed for animal
assisted therapy?
Yes, many professionals obtain certifications from organizations like the Animal Assisted
Therapy Programs of Colorado or the International Association of Animal Therapists to
validate their skills and knowledge.

How important is animal handling experience in AAT
education?
Animal handling experience is crucial in AAT education, as therapists must be skilled in
working with animals and understanding their behavior to ensure safe and effective therapy
sessions.



What types of animals are commonly used in animal
assisted therapy?
Common animals used in AAT include dogs, cats, horses, and even small mammals like
rabbits; the choice often depends on the therapeutic goals and patient needs.

Is continuing education important in the field of animal
assisted therapy?
Yes, continuing education is important to stay updated on best practices, new research,
and developments in the field, as well as to maintain certifications.

Can I start AAT training without a degree in psychology
or social work?
While a degree in psychology or social work is beneficial, some programs may allow
individuals from other fields to enter AAT training, especially if they have relevant
experience or certifications.
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